Autoimmunization to epidermal growth factor, a component of the immunological homunculus.
Epidermal growth factor (EGF) is being tried as a vaccine in cancer immunotherapy with the aim of inducing neutralizing antibodies that might affect EGF-dependent tumors. Here we summarize our experience using the EGF self-molecule as an autoimmunigen. We report here that IgG anti-EGF antibodies are prevalent in healthy people and that augmentation of the response to EGF requires conjugation to an effective carrier and an adjuvant. Paradoxically, the response to EGF immunization could be enhanced by an 'immunosuppressive' treatment with cyclophosphamide, most probably by suppressing active control mechanisms. EGF is expressed in the thymus. Thus, EGF may be added to the immunological homunculus, the class of self-antigens to which there is both natural autoimmunity and natural regulation of the autoimmunity. The results using EGF as a vaccine can teach us about the homunculus and how to activate it.